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Abstract: Cooperative learning groups help students develop twenty-first century skills. Teachers
may choose to constantly change the memberships of the cooperative learning groups so that
students rarely work with the same people or teachers may choose to use a home group structure
in that students always work with the same people. In this action research with two fifth grade
math and science classes, it was found that most students enjoyed working with short-term
groups and long-lasting home groups, but there was a large minority of students who did not
enjoy working with their home groups following the three-month time period that the home
groups were in existence. Nevertheless, most of the students in the groups that worked as
cooperative learning groups enjoyed working in their groups; whereas, more of the students in
groups that did not work as cooperative learning groups did not enjoy working as much in their
groups. In addition, in both the group structures, the majority of students were comfortable
asking their group members questions and helped their group members with questions they had.

Introduction
As teachers begin to move away from the traditional lecture style of teaching to a more
collaborative work style among their students, teachers need to place students into groups more
often. And by using this collaborative work style, teachers are beginning to group students
multiple times during a lesson, with a desire for students to work in groups in order for students
to discover and discuss the information, rather than be told the material. Furthermore, in my own
student teaching placement in fifth grade math and science, students often enjoy working in
groups. After the first time students worked together in the groups that I had established, they
explained how much fun they had that day in learning because they had the opportunity to work
with their peers.
To achieve more effective learning, group work is essential in the classroom and
oftentimes in the work environment. Students need to learn how to work well with others in an
appropriate and professional format through constant group work in the classroom. Also,
teachers need to implement group work and projects in such a way that all students benefit from
working in a group, including the highest achieving students in the class, the lowest achieving
students, and all students in between. And due to the essential need to be able to effectively work
with others in a group setting in both the school and work environments, teachers need to
implement a format of group work that is effective and beneficial for all students to learn the
appropriate skills of working in groups, as well as the material presented in the class.
But with the constant need to work collaboratively in order for students to learn the
information better and to develop the skills needed to work with others, it is questioned whether
my fifth grade students would prefer working with the same students every day in long-lasting
groups versus working with different students in short-term groups. I hypothesize that students
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will prefer working with their long-lasting, set groups more than short-term groups. Moreover, it
is questioned how well my students can learn to cooperatively work with one another through
these variety of grouping styles.

Literature Review
As the world continues to thrive in and dive deeper into the knowledge based society of
our Information Age, our education system should reflect this change in how society primarily
operates. In her 2012 book Now You See It, Cathy Davidson states, “By one estimate, 65 percent
of children entering grade school this year will end up working in careers that haven't even been
invented yet” (p. 18). It is often questioned within the field of education how educators are
supposed to accurately prepare children for a future career when the teachers do not even know
what the future careers will look like. Our society is constantly being impacted and molded with
the introduction of new technology and new ways to complete tasks. So, while we do not know
what future careers will exist, we must continue to prepare our students with appropriate skills to
enable them to succeed in the ever changing 21st century.
Job skills that are required in the 21st century are those skills that students need to possess
in order to succeed in the present and future workplace. These skills include creativity, critical
thinking, communication, collaboration, literacy competency, flexibility, initiative, productivity,
leadership, and responsibility (Partnership for 21st Century Learning, 2011). Partnership for 21st
Century Learning (P21) (2011) states, “Learning and innovation skills are what separate students
who are prepared for increasingly complex life and work environments in today’s world and
those who are not” (p. 2). By possessing these skills, students will have the capability of
successfully adapting to a changing work environment and career.
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Researcher Marcel M. Robles (2012) conducted a survey over the course of two years
asking business executives what they believed are the most important soft skills, which are
interpersonal qualities and personal attributes, for employees to possess. It is through these skills
that one is able to approach a situation in the best manner possible, whether that be by keeping
calm in a heated discussion, or when interacting with a customer, or solving a problem that has
recently surfaced that must be resolved quickly, or working with a group of coworkers to create a
final product. From the survey, in the order of what most executives believed were the most
important to least important of the ten skills listed, are the following soft skills: integrity,
communication, courtesy, responsibility, interpersonal skills, positive attitude, professionalism,
flexibility, teamwork skills, and work ethic. Renee Evenson (1999) even believes that these soft
skills are much of the determining factors for whether or not someone gets a job and whether or
not someone keeps his job. Peggy Klaus (2010) explains that some businesses rank the criteria of
“interpersonal skills” higher than academic abilities, or even a college degree. And as our society
continues to move to one centered around technology, with the answer to any simple question
being at a person’s fingertips, companies are continuing to value these soft skills more and more
for hiring purposes.
One principle of education is to prepare students for their futures and more specifically,
their careers. As a result, educators should be teaching students the soft skills that researcher
Robles examined, which will allow students to succeed in the workplace. Several of these soft
skills can be taught through the method of cooperative learning, which is a different teaching
strategy than group work. Simply placing two people beside each other or putting people
together into a group does not constitute cooperative learning, but rather group work. Johnson
and Johnson (1999) explains that a traditional classroom learning group has the potential for
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some students to create a final product that achieves a better result than if they worked alone, but
that the students who are hardworking and conscientious would have achieved those same high
results or even higher results if they had completed the assignment individually. Several
characteristics of a traditional classroom learning group exist that make it different from a
cooperative learning group, including the following: students are evaluated as individuals, rather
than as a group; students may ask their group members for help, but the group members are not
motivated to teach their understandings to their group members; and some group members may
become free riders, that is, they do not fully contribute to the work of the group.
In contrast, Johnson and Johnson (1999) describes that cooperative learning involves
group members having a shared and common goal that is directing the team and group members’
work so that everyone in the group succeeds, rather than a competition being evident.
Furthermore, Cynthia J. Brame and Rachel Biel in the article “Group work: Using cooperative
learning groups effectively” (2015), explain that cooperative learning is effective because it
allows students to connect cognitive processes with their social activities, which Lev Vygotsky
developed as the sociocultural theory of development. Thus, students are working within their
zone of proximal development when completing cooperative learning activities as they work just
outside of their developmental level together with a peer.
Characteristics that exist among group members in a cooperative learning environment
involve discussing the assignment with each other, helping each other understand the concepts,
and encouraging each other to complete quality work. As a premise, cooperative learning is
designed so that each member of the group performs better on the final project with the whole
group working on it, rather than if each individual had completed the assignment on her own.
Cooperative learning is usually a supplement strategy to teaching and involves the students
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discussing or practicing the skills just learned or discovering the information for themselves
(Slavin, 2010). The activities involving cooperative learning can be completed in one class
period or over the course of several (Johnson and Johnson, 1999). Johnson and Johnson (1999)
explains, “The purpose of cooperative learning groups is to make each member a stronger
individual” (p. 71). Nevertheless, it is the teacher’s responsibility to create a structure within the
classroom that allows students to partake in successful cooperative learning.
In order for cooperative learning to be effective in the classroom, the teacher must
incorporate certain elements into the design of the tasks asked of the students (Johnson and
Johnson, 1999). First, positive interdependence must be established, which is the belief that each
person’s success in the group is reliant on each group member. In order to appropriately establish
positive interdependence, mutual learning goals need to be established, and joint rewards,
divided resources, and complementary roles may be used to increase positive interdependence
within the group. Cooperative learning also needs to involve individual accountability, which
holds each student accountable to do his share of the work in order to make each individual of
the group improve his achievement. Students need to engage in positive, face-to-face interaction
too, which includes helping, assisting, supporting, encouraging, and praising one another. Even
though students will develop cooperative learning skills throughout the group process, students
must understand how to use these social skills first in order for the cooperative learning to be
effective. These social skills include leadership, decision-making, trust building, communication,
and conflict management. Finally, students need to engage in group processing when conducting
cooperative learning, which is the process of groups discussing how well they are achieving their
group goals and how well the group is working together as a team.
Similar to Johnson and Johnson’s theories, Spencer Kagan has developed six key
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concepts that make cooperative learning more effective (LearnNTeach2712, 2012). First,
students are to be placed in teams, which groupings are to establish a strong, positive team
identity and last over time. Due to the team structure, it is expected that the students will become
more comfortable with the other students they are working with and each student will provide
mutual support to the others. Ideal teams are heterogeneous in nature, consisting of one high
achiever, structured appropriately by the teacher, with individuals not randomly assigned to
teams, and composed of four members.
To operate effectively, the teacher plays a significant role in structuring both the teams
and classroom. First, the room needs to be organized so that team members can easily discuss
and work together and so that all students can easily see the teacher and board. The teacher also
needs to have a quiet signal to quickly and effectively get the students’ attention to either address
a question or issue or to continue with the lesson. In addition, the noise level needs to be
appropriate throughout the entire process. The materials required for the class period also need to
be effectively distributed, whether that be through a designated student or an ordered system
designed by the teacher. Finally, the rules of the teams and the responsibilities of both the teams
and the team members need to be established through the class rules and norms so that the teams
may operate successfully.
Kagan’s third concept that builds effective cooperative learning is that of the willingness
to cooperate. Team members need to have a positive team identity, which includes respect, trust,
and enjoyment of working together. As is the premise of cooperative learning, students need to
understand that no one person can complete the assignment on his own—he needs other people
to successfully complete the task. Kagan believes that instead of competition between
individuals in the classroom, encouragement and support should be what cooperative learning is
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centered around. Through this type of classroom, students have a sense of belonging. Teachers
may engage in class goals or rewards to further support this type of support in the classroom.
Even though some competition may be effective, students should first develop a sense of
belonging in order to fully engage in the cooperative tasks. Furthermore, as explained by Slavin
(1983), it is often at this early adolescent age that students begin to look to their peers for norms,
rather than parents or teachers. However, a classroom environment that includes students
encouraging each other to succeed academically may result in students having a stronger
motivation to work hard and do well in school. This is contradictory to other classroom norms in
which students compete against each other, especially for grades, which can lead to a negative
stigmatism of academics and hard work.
Nevertheless, as explained in Kagan’s fourth concept, the atmosphere between separate
teams may affect how well students achieve or participate in cooperative learning. The betweenteam tasks can involve each group having separate responsibilities for the whole class to come
together at the end to contribute to an overall class goal, or each team may have the same end
goals, in which the teams are competing against each other for limited resources or rewards.
Similar to Johnson and Johnson, Kagan explains that there are essential aspects of
cooperative learning that must be present in order for cooperative learning to be successful.
Kagan places the four characteristics of cooperative learning into an acronym, PIES: positive
interdependence, individual accountability, equal participation, and simultaneous interaction.
Finally, Kagan explains the structure to which the classroom and teams are designed can greatly
affect the use of cooperative learning. Nevertheless, as there are a large variety of structures to
choose from, the teacher must decide which structure would be most effective for the given
students and topics being studied.
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In a meta-analysis by Slavin (1983) of 32 studies that used both group rewards and
individual accountability, 28 of the studies showed significantly higher achievement in the
cooperative learning groups than the control groups. Slavin (1983) explains that it is through the
structures of group rewards and individual accountability that result in each group member’s
contribution to the assignment and encourages group members to support each other in their
learning. The positive peer pressure can encourage students to try harder, pay attention, and stop
clowning around. It is hypothesized that within a cooperative learning group, members create a
system of rewards to ensure that all members are working and to ensure that the group reward is
achieved at the end. While there are differences between what should be included in the
cooperative learning structure between Johnson and Johnson, Kagan, and Slavin, all three sets of
researchers have established that there are key components that must be included in the structure
of cooperative learning to ensure its success.
Oftentimes, cooperative learning is viewed as a teaching strategy that can only benefit a
few students in the classroom. However, cooperative learning has the capability to help each
child improve in different areas, whether that be academically, socially, or individually
(Augustine, Gruber, and Hanson, 1989-1990). Several researchers have found that cooperative
learning has more benefits than a traditional lecture style classroom. First, Yamarik (2007)
taught two sections of macroeconomics—one with a traditional lecture style and one with
cooperative learning. He found “that the experimental section scored four to six points higher on
the combined exams when…[he] controlled for classroom, demographic, and academic factors”
(p. 276). Furthermore, Yamarik (2007) speculated that students may enjoy working in
cooperative learning groups more because it allows for more student-teacher interaction; students
may address the teacher as a group which may be less intimidating than addressing the teacher
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individually; it gives students a group to work and study with; and it can help increase students’
interest in the subject. Kilic (2008) found a similar result when conducting his research between
the traditional lecture style and the Jigsaw method, a form of cooperative learning. He found,
similar to Yamarik, that the average success for students participating in cooperative learning
was higher than the students participating in traditional teaching techniques, which is probably
due to the fact that the students are actively learning the material, rather than just simply being
told the information. Furthermore, Dat Tran (2014) found similar outcomes that cooperative
learning achieved higher results, as compared to traditional teaching styles, when he conducted
an experiment on whether cooperative learning or a traditional lecture style of teaching was more
effective in the academic achievement of the students, despite the students beginning with
similar knowledge bases.
Beyond academics, cooperative learning can provide additional benefits that may cause
educators to favor the use of it even more. In a cooperative learning format, low achieving
students are motivated and helped by their peers to increase their academic achievement, which
may also increase their self-confidence and positive attitude towards school (Augustine et al.,
1989-1990). Also, it is often questioned whether gifted students benefit from cooperative
learning. Sometimes these students prefer to work individually because they can quickly
complete assignments, but they may also not know how to work well with others. By working in
a cooperative learning group, these students learn how to work with others, share ideas, and
appreciate others’ ideas and opinions. Plus, some students may benefit from working in
cooperative learning groups if they are initially shy or intimidated by working with others; these
students may learn how to be more assertive and manage conflicts that may arise when working
with others. Cooperative learning may also enhance students’ self-efficacy, which is the belief in
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one’s self that she can achieve a certain outcome (Gillies, 2003). Student’s self-efficacy is often
raised due to the encouragement and support of one’s peers throughout the process of
cooperative learning. Furthermore, students learn how to, and thus increase how much they give
and receive help. According to Dugan et al. (1995), who completed research of a fourth-grade
class that included two autistic students while using cooperative learning in the classroom, both
the regular education students and the students with autism benefited academically and socially
from the use of cooperative learning. Not only did the inclusion of the students with autism help
the regular education students gain understanding of autism, the students with autism also gained
social skills as they interacted more with their peers. Finally, by developing the skills needed to
work in groups in school, students will be able to work more successfully in their future careers,
as these are the skills sought after by employers.
In determining student groups, the teacher must consider the desired outcome of the
groups (Mandel, 2003). In cooperative learning, the goal of the groups’ formation is for students
to learn from one another. As described in Scott M. Mandel’s book Cooperative Work Groups:
Preparing Students for the Real World (2003) if the goal of the cooperative learning group is
understanding of the content, then the group should be composed of heterogeneous students.
Greta K. Nagel in her book Effective Grouping for Literacy Instruction (2001) supports Mandel’s
claim that grouping should be heterogeneous for students to learn from one another and for
students to gain motivation to learn and work hard. Mandel suggests that when grouping students
according to their abilities, groups, if there will be five members in a group, should be composed
of one high performing student, three average performing students, and one low performing
student. Joseph S. Krajcik and Charlene M. Czerniak in their book Teaching Science in
Elementary and Middle School: A Project-Based Approach (2014) explain that students learn
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best when they are within their zone of proximal development, so student groups should be
organized in such a way that students are working within this zone of proximal development to
gain more knowledge or different perspectives. In addition, in deciding the composition of these
groups, the teacher should work to avoid social conflicts within the groups, so that the groups
remain focused on the academic task at hand, and work to consider other factors, such as gender,
race, ethnicity, special needs, and multiple intelligences (Mandel, 2003).
Krajcik and Czerniak explain that teachers may choose to keep groups together for an
extended amount of time or frequently change the groups. In support of keeping the same group
together, Krajcik and Czerniak describe that students may begin to learn how each other work
best within the group and a momentum may build among the group members to encourage
greater work to take place (2014). If groups are often changed, students must relearn how each
group member works and develop an understanding of how each group member learns each time
the students are placed in a new group. However, Krajcik and Czerniak also argue that in order
to keep student interest in the class and in the material, it is best to frequently change group
members as “ideas may become stale in the [same] group and students eventually may learn all
they can from each other” (p. 158, 2014).
Tony Lerma (2007) used cooperative learning study groups in his college mathematics
courses in which students were placed in study groups for the duration of the semester. He found
that due to the students’ participation in these groups, the students were more involved in class
discussions and there was a higher retention rate for the class (Lerma, 2007). Students who
worked with these study groups throughout the semester also reported more positive experiences
about the class, an improvement in study skills, feeling more comfortable asking questions to
their study group members, an increase in focus due to group members’ encouragement, an
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improvement in learning due to helping each other, and the sense that they could count on their
group members for help (Lerma, 2007).
In two construction management courses with 128 total students, Pranshoo Solanki and
Nidhi Kothari (2014) compared three different cooperative learning grouping structures:
individual selection by students, random selection by the instructor, and performance-based
selection by the instructor. Pranshoo and Kothari (2014) found that the groups that were selected
individually by students had the highest productivity and showed the most interest for lab
projects. But, they found that students who were in groups that were randomly selected by the
instructor or were selected by the instructor based on performance achieved more academically.
Through the surveys, it was found that students were least satisfied in working with the
randomly-selected groups and most satisfied in working with the individual selected groups.
Finally, Pranshoo and Kothari found that all students thought working in groups, regardless of
how the group was selected, was an interesting and positive experience.
Cooperative learning has the capability to not only improve students’ academic
knowledge, but also their social skills. These social skills that students may develop when
working in cooperative learning groups are what will greatly benefit them throughout their future
school and work careers. Furthermore, how students view group work and cooperative learning
during early adolescence can be essential to how they view this method of learning in their
future. Thus, it is essential for teachers to learn the best cooperative learning methods and
structures and to appropriately incorporate them into the classroom, which will then help
students achieve academically and socially.
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Methodology
This action research took place in two different fifth grade math and science classes in a
rural elementary school. One was a typical fifth grade class, referred throughout the study as
“Class 1,” and one was an inclusion class with twelve students having an Individualized
Education Program (IEP) or 504 Plan, referred throughout the study as “Class 2.” Both classes
learned math for about 90 minutes every day and learned science for about 35 minutes every day.
The research took place in both academic areas. The study was conducted over several months
from November to February. At the beginning of November, students began working in groups
and discussions were held in class to determine the appropriate ways to work in groups. But, the
surveys, which provided most of the data, were given within three days of one another at the end
of February.
During the month of November, students were placed into different groups several times.
For the first grouping, the students were randomly placed into groups and the groups completed
stations about how to write decimals. Following this first time working in groups, a class
discussion was held on what working in a group “Looks like” and “Sounds like” to help students
determine the best strategies of working with a group, with a T-chart being created throughout
the discussion highlighting what students should be doing in the groups so that the groups work
as a cooperative learning group. Throughout the remainder of the study, students and I then
referred to the chart in order to discuss whether the groups were following these guidelines that
were established as a class. Following the creation of this chart, students continued to be placed
into short-term groups that were based on ability throughout November. The short-term
groupings were always created by the teacher. At times, the short-term groups were designed so
that they had a mixture of high, middle, and low performing students in each group and at other

14

times the short-term groups were created by randomly assigning students to groups using a class
list. But, if students were randomly placed in the groups and there was a potential behavior issue,
the teacher changed the groups to eliminate this potential problem. Students completed both
math and science activities in these short-term groups, and these short-term groups were used
throughout the duration of the research study, with the members of each group always changing.
At the end of November, students’ desks were changed from rows to table groupings. The
setup of the classroom is shown in Appendix A. Due to the spacing of the classroom, some of the
tables were quite large with six to seven students at each table. To combat this, students were
given a designated home group, which was three to four students. These home groups were
designed to be long-lasting. Students were placed in table groups based on ability, with groups
being comprised of, or as close as possible to, a high performing student, a high-medium
performing student, a low-medium performing student, and a low performing student. Students
stayed in these table groups from the end of November through February, a total of three months.
These long-lasting home groups were videotaped at random throughout their existence.
Throughout the duration of the research, students were typically instructed to work with
their home groups on practice math problems during each lesson. If students were completing a
station activity, students usually stayed in their home groups as they traveled to each station. In
science, students often completed think-pair-shares, science activities, or science labs with their
home groups. When students completed these cooperative learning activities in math and
science, they were reminded about the guidelines discussed and created as a class concerning
what working in a group “Looks like” and “Sounds like”.
At the end of February, students were placed into short-term science groups based on
ability, with once again the mixture of students in each group being a high, a high-medium, a
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low-medium, and a low performing student, with four to five students in each group. No students
were in the same group as someone in their home group. The groups completed a science lab
about friction using carts rolling down a ramp with different surfaces. Students had completed
similar labs with their home groups the previous week. Following the completion of this lab,
students were given a survey, shown in Appendix B, about the group they had just worked in for
science. In completing the survey, students were instructed to focus on how the group worked
together for when they (1) found their data’s average, (2) graphed the data, and (3) wrote the
conclusion. Three days later, students took a survey about working in their long-lasting home
groups after completing a math activity about converting customary and metric units of
measurement in story problems, with directions that the students should answer the survey by
thinking about how their home group worked together during the math activity and all other
instances of working in their home groups. This survey is shown in Appendix C.

Results
After students completed one group activity involving stations, students and I discussed
what working with others “Looks like” and “Sounds like.” Figures 1 and 2 below show the
different classes’ answers to these questions. The common answers between the two groups
included discussions about helping each other through the problems and asking each other for
help, staying on task, remaining positive and encouraging one’s group members, and discussing
answers to reach the same final answer.
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Figure 1, Class 1

Figure 2, Class 2

Enjoyment of Working in Groups
On the survey Group Work Survey, students were asked how much they enjoy working
with their home groups. This survey, which was given three months after the students had been
working in their home groups, indicated that the students were relatively split on whether or not
they enjoyed working with their home group. Figure 3 illustrates that 22 out of the 46 students
surveyed indicated that they enjoyed working with their home group at the time that the survey
was given by selecting a 4 or 5 on the survey scale, six students remained neutral, and 18
students indicated that they did not enjoy working with their home group at the time that the
survey was given by selecting a 1 or 2 on the survey scale. Thus, this survey shows that after
working in their home groups for three months, 48 percent of the students continued to enjoy
working with their home group and 39 percent of the students did not enjoy working with their
home group, with 13 percent of the students being neutral.
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On a scale of one to five, how much do you enjoy working with your table
group?
Frequency

15
10
5
0
5 (High)

4

3

2

1 (Low)

Level of Enjoyment

Figure 3
According to the question “On a scale of 1 to 5, how much did you enjoy working with
your group in science?” on the survey Working in Different Groups, 34 of my 50 students (68
percent) indicated a high level of enjoyment in working with their science group, as they selected
either 4 or 5 on the survey scale; four students (8 percent) were neutral in their answer; and 11
students (22 percent) indicated a low level of enjoyment in working with their science group, as
they selected a 1 or 2 on the survey scale. This data is shown graphically in Figure 4 below.
On a scale of 1 to 5, how much did you enjoy working with your group in science?
Frequency

20
15
10
5
0
5 (High)

4

3

2

1 (Low)

Level of Enjoyment

Figure 4
However, when reviewing the comments that were provided for the above question, ten
students expressed having a positive experience in working with their short-term science group,
11 students expressed having a negative experience in working with their science group, and 29
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students did not write any comments. So, if only the comments are looked at for the feedback on
the level of enjoyment in working in the science group, the comments appear to illustrate a
different picture than the data from the survey, as 68 percent of the students on the survey
question indicated that they enjoyed working in their science group but just 47 percent of the
students who made comments explained that they had a positive experience in their science
group. However, with such a large number of students not commenting at all on their level of
enjoyment, the percentages established from the comments should probably not be relied upon.
But it is noted that the students who did comment favorably explained that they liked these
science groups because of the other students they were with or because of the act of working in
groups in science. Some of the comments these students said include the following:
•

I would really like to work in that group again.

•

I love going into random groups. It’s fun.

•

I have a good group.

•

I loved working with my group.

And for students who had a negative experience in working with their science group, they
oftentimes described in their comments a negative situation taking place, with comments such as
the following:
•

My group somewhat drove me crazy.

•

I really don’t like to be in a group with Alex, he is way too bossy!

•

I didn’t get to roll the jeep or [use] the calculator.

Cooperative Learning and Enjoyment of Group Work
Of the 21 students who made comments for this question of “What other comments do
you have about working in your science group?” on the Working in Different Groups survey, 15
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students described whether or not the group was working collaboratively together. The other 6
students who commented did not make comments that were pertinent to the question. But for the
students who commented favorably about their group working collaboratively, their comments
included the following:
•

We all worked together and didn’t argue.

•

Everyone did their part.

•

I liked working in groups especially with people who help me (Kris, Alison).

•

If our group had a problem we overcame it.

And for the students who included comments describing that the group did not work well
together, their comments included the following:
•

Two of the people didn’t listen and tried doing all the work by themselves.

•

When I was working in my group Caden and Alex didn’t let Cailin, Riley, or me
know anything like measuring or letting the jeep fall down the ramp.

•

Brie was not paying attention.

•

Sometimes people in my group don’t want to do anything and just expect me to
do all of it because I’m smart as they say.

Figures 5 and 6 relate the cooperative nature of a student’s group to how much the
student enjoyed working in their science group. Out of the seven students who made comments
describing the group as working collaboratively, only one student stated that he/she did not enjoy
working in his/her science group. On the other hand, out of the eight students that stated that they
did not enjoy working with their science group, six students indicated through their comments
that their group did not work collaboratively. This data illustrates that for the students who
indicated that they enjoyed working with their science group, a large majority of them used
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cooperative learning strategies. But for the students who commented that they did not enjoy
working with their science groups, a majority of them described a group that did not use the
cooperative learning strategies that were discussed as a class.
Using Cooperative Learning
Techniques and Enjoyment with
Group

Not Using Coopeartive Learning
Techniques and Enjoyment with
Group

3.5

2.5

Frequency

Frequency

3

2
1.5
1
0.5
0
5 (High)

4

3

2

4.5
4
3.5
3
2.5
2
1.5
1
0.5
0

1 (Low)

Level of Enjoyment

Figure 5

5 (High

4

3

2

1 (Low)

Level of Enjoyment

Figure 6

Satisfaction of Working with Home Group Over Time
On the Group Work Survey, students answered the question “Does your group work
better together now that you have been working together for so long?” Figure 7 below illustrates
the results graphically. Out of the 46 students surveyed, 19 students believed that their home
group does not work as well after working together for three months, which is 41 percent of the
students, and 27 students believed that their home group does work better after the three month
time period, which is 59 percent of the students.
Students then explained their answer to this question through a written response on the
survey. Some of the comments the students made regarding why they do not work as well
together after the extended time period as they did before are the following:
•

We can never agree on answers and people don’t pay attention.
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•

Because we fight over who is correct or not.

•

They still don’t help.

•

I don’t like working with the same people because it is boring and they yell at me
a lot.

The comments students made describing why their home group works better following the three
month time period include the following:
•

We have gotten better at working together because we have gotten to know each
other better.

•

We have been helping each other more.

•

Because Joslyn was answering all the questions now everyone is.

•

Leroy didn’t cooperate as well than now. He is working with us instead of us
giving him answers.

Thus, students indicated through their selected responses and their comments that a small
majority of students believe that their home group is working better after the three month time
period than when the group was first formed.

Frequnecy

Does your group work better together now that you have been working
together for so long?
30
25
20
15
10
5
0
No

Yes

Student Selection Options

Figure 7
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Helping Group Members
Students were asked a question in both surveys on how much they help their group
members. On the survey Working in Different Groups, students responded to the question “On a
scale of one to five, circle how much you agree with this statement: I helped my group members
with questions they had.” In response to this question, 42 out of 50 students indicated that they
did help their group members with questions by either selecting a 4 or 5 on the survey scale, five
students remained neutral, and three students indicated that they did not greatly help their group
members when they had questions by selecting a 2 on the survey scale. Figure 8 below indicates
that 84 percent of the students helped answer their science group members’ questions during the
science lab and 6 percent of the students did not greatly help their science group members with
questions they had during the science lab.
On a scale of one to five, circle how much you agree with this statement: I
helped my group members with questions they had.
Frequency
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Perceived Level of Assistance

Figure 8
A similar question was asked on the Group Work Survey that was given to students
regarding their home groups. Figure 9 below shows this data graphically. According to the
survey, 37 out of 46 students indicated that they helped their home group members when their
group members had questions by selecting a 4 or 5 on the survey scale, which is 80 percent of
the students. Seven students remained neutral in answering this question, and two students
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indicated that they did not greatly help their home group members when they had questions by
selecting a 2 on the survey scale, which is 4 percent of the students.

Frequency

On a scale of one to five, circle how much you agree with this statement: I
help my table members with questions they have.
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Figure 9
Comfort in Asking for Assistance from Group
On the survey Working in Different Groups, students were asked the question “On a scale
of one to five, circle how much you agree with this statement: When I worked with my science
group, I felt comfortable asking my group members questions I did not understand.” The results
from this question are illustrated below in Figure 10. According to this data, 39 out of the 50
students surveyed indicated with a selection of a 4 or 5 on the survey scale that they felt
comfortable asking their science group members questions, four students remained neutral, and
seven students did not feel comfortable asking their science group members questions through
their indication of a 1 or 2 on the survey scale. According to this data, 78 percent of the students
felt comfortable asking their science group members questions if they did not understand and 14
percent of the students did not feel comfortable asking their science group members questions.
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Frequency

On a scale of one to five, circle how much you agree with this statement:
When I worked with my science group, I felt comfortable asking my group
members questions I did not understand.
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Figure 10
Students were asked a similar question concerning their home groups on the Group Work
Survey. In this survey about the students working together in their home groups, 38 out of the 46
students surveyed indicated that they feel comfortable asking their home group members
questions if they did not understand a concept by selecting a 4 or 5 on the survey scale, four
students remained neutral in answering the question, and four students indicated that they did not
feel comfortable asking their home group members questions if they did not understand. This
data is represented graphically in Figure 11. Thus, 83 percent of the students felt comfortable
asking their home group members questions and 7 percent of the students did not feel
comfortable asking their home group members questions if they did not understand something.
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On a scale of one to five, circle how much you agree with this statement:
When working with my table group, I feel comfortable asking my table
members questions I do not understand.
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Figure 11
Areas for Improvement in Working in Home Groups
In this same survey about home groups, students were asked to complete the following
sentence: “I think I would feel more comfortable to help my table members if…” which helped
give insight into the issues the groups were still having. Out of the 45 comments, nine students
(20 percent) stated that they already felt comfortable working with their home group and that
there was nothing that their group could improve on. However, there were comments by others
on how to improve the comfort level of the individuals in the groups. Some of the largest areas
of suggested improvement for the home groups that were commented on are as follows: (1)
improving how the group members respond to one another, such as being nicer, not fighting, and
working more as a group; (2) helping each other or group members complete more of the group
work, rather than relying on one or two people in the group to do the work; (3) decreasing
negative classroom behaviors, such as not paying attention, not listening, or horse playing; or (4)
having a stronger self-esteem in themselves. Nine students (20 percent) believed that their group
could improve on how the group members respond to one another, ten students (22 percent)
believed their group could improve on helping each other more and completing the work more
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evenly, six students (13 percent) believed their biggest area of improvement was decreasing the
number of negative classroom behaviors, and three students (7 percent) believed their groups
largest need of improvement related to their own self-esteem.
Students were asked a similar question later in this survey of “What are some things your
group could improve on to work better together?” Students were varied in their responses to this
question on how their group could improve. Out of the 43 students who answered the question,
five students (12 percent) believed that their group worked well together and that there was
nothing for the group to improve on. Eleven students (26 percent) indicated that their group
needed to work on focusing more on the work at hand or to stop “playing around.” Twenty
students (47 percent) explained that their group needed to improve on working together more,
such as staying on the same problem, helping others in the group, discussing the work together,
or one person not completing all the work. Eight students (19 percent) explained that their group
needed to improve on not fighting with one another and being nicer to one another in the group.
And four students (9 percent) indicated that their group members needed to listen better to one
another.
Learning from and Teaching Group Members
On the Group Work Survey students were asked to list one example of something they
learned from their group members. Out of the 40 comments made that related to the question
being asked, students included a variety of examples of what they learned over the course of the
three months they spent with their home group. Figure 12 below represents these results
graphically. Eleven students (25 percent) explained a positive behavior they learned from
working in the group, such as asking questions, paying attention, listening, not guessing, and
how to work in groups better. Eleven other students (25 percent) indicated that they learned how
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to solve a specific problem from their group members. Eleven students (25 percent) commented
about the content that they had learned from their group members, such as “how to compare
mixed units,” scientific explanations of the lab results, “how to add fractions” and “communitive
[property] is like a neighborhood it just switches around.” Five students (12.5 percent) indicated
that they learned to appreciate others that they were working with by using statements such as
the following:
•

I learned that we all know different things.

•

I have to work slow with them.

•

I learned that they are comfortable asking questions.

Finally, two students (4.5 percent) stated that they did not learn anything from their home group
members.

Frequency

Give one example of something you learned from your group members.
12
10
8
6
4
2
0
Positive Behavior

Solve a Specific
Problem

Content

Appreciate Others

Did Not Learn
Anything

Category of What Students Learned

Figure 12
When students were asked the question “Give one example of something you taught
someone in your group” on the Group Work Survey about working in home groups, students had
similar groupings of answers as they had when asked “Give one example of something you
learned from your group members.” This data is shown in Figure 13 below. Six out of the 39
students who answered this survey question (15 percent) indicated that they taught their group
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members a positive classroom behavior, such as paying attention, “to not goof around,” “to read
closer,” and “kindness.” Thirteen students (33 percent) explained that they taught their group
members how to do a specific problem. Seventeen students (44 percent) indicated that they
taught their home group members a concept, such as “how to get a mixed number to be an
improper number,” “if the ramp is higher the jeep will go farther,” “how to convert better,” and
“adding and subtracting fractions.” One student indicated that they taught their group members
that “I’m not the only smart one.” And, two students (5 percent) indicated that they did not teach
anything to their group members.
Give one example of something you taught someone in your group.
Frequency

20
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5
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Positive Behavior
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Anything

Category of What Students Taught Each Other

Figure 13

Discussion
My research on cooperative learning did not support my hypothesis that students would
enjoy working in long-lasting and set groups (their home groups) more than they would enjoy
working in short-term groups (their science group) because a majority of the students enjoyed
working in both types of group structures. In fact, more students selected that they enjoyed
working with their science group on the survey Working in Different Groups than the number of
students that selected that they enjoyed working in their home group on the Group Work Survey.
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In order for cooperative learning to take place, Johnson and Johnson (1999) explain that
the teacher must create an environment that is conducive to this type of learning. To establish an
appropriate environment in the classroom and within each group, the students and I discussed
what cooperative learning “Looks like” and “Sounds like” in a T-chart to help guide students to
use appropriate strategies when working with others. In making the T-chart, the students and I
discussed characteristics of cooperative learning groups that are described in research by Johnson
and Johnson (1999) and Slavin (2010), such as discussing the assignment as a group, helping one
another understand the concepts, and encouraging one another.
Throughout the research, I reminded the students of this T-chart that we made as a class
and what we decided as the appropriate ways to work as a group. As students had not worked
extensively in groups before, it was important to have this continuing discussion with students
for them to recognize that they were no longer just working by themselves, but that they were
now working with a group towards a common goal.
Due to my students needing to first understand the characteristics of cooperative learning,
the purpose of the discussion on how to appropriately work in cooperative learning groups was
to introduce the concept of cooperative learning and to encourage students to implement the
principles of cooperative learning by moving away from simple group work. In addition, even
though the characteristics of cooperative learning were examined through this discussion,
students then needed to develop skills to effectively work as a collaborative group, which was
practiced throughout the duration of the research due to the variety of lessons that utilized
cooperative grouping strategies.
Overall, the students enjoyed working in both types of groups. In comparing the answers
on both surveys in how much each student enjoyed working with their short-term science group
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and how much each student enjoyed working with their long-lasting home group, twenty percent
more students indicated that they enjoyed working with their science group. The data from both
surveys in regards to the questions “How much did you enjoy working with your group in
science?” and “How much do you enjoy working with your [home] table group?” indicates that
while many of the students enjoyed working in each group respectively, there is still a significant
minority of students that indicated that they did not enjoy working with a specific type of group.
Thus, it is important to be cognizant as a teacher to understand the students’ thoughts towards
working in their various groups so that appropriate intervention can take place, if needed.
Furthermore, the students’ abilities to appropriately perform cooperative learning, and not
group work, may have also impacted their enjoyment in working with each type of group.
Because cooperative learning surrounds everyone in a positive light, with each student having a
responsibility to complete a common group goal, students may approach working in these
cooperative groups more positively. But due to non-cooperative learning groups having a more
individualistic approach, students may not enjoy working in these types of groups, as there is not
as much of a supportive environment. Most students who included comments on the Working in
Different Groups survey that described a group that completed work that was not cooperative in
nature indicated that they did not enjoy working with that particular group. But most students
who described a more cooperative learning group in their comments indicated that they did enjoy
working in that group. Thus, the use of cooperative learning is beneficial in that students enjoy
working in these types of groups more than groups that do not utilize cooperative learning.
In analyzing the comments made by the students about working in various groups, it is
evident that some groups were participating in cooperative learning groups, but other groups
were completing work that was more similar to group work. Johnson and Johnson (1999)
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describe that cooperative learning includes students working together towards a common goal. In
most instances when my students completed cooperative learning, in both the home groups and
the science groups, the goal was for everyone to improve their understanding of the material. It is
evident that some groups were performing cooperative learning due to the comments they made
in the surveys. Through my observations in class, I also saw students working collaboratively as
they worked to help one another understand the material and asked their peer members questions
to guide them to the answer, rather than telling their group member the answer.
However, it is clear through the comments made on the surveys and through my
observations that some students and groups did not follow the prescribed suggestions that were
discussed in the T-chart in working as a cooperative group. Some of the major issues that were
found among the groups that impeded the students from working as cooperative learning groups
were that students were not always motivated to help their group members when they had
questions and that students wanted to be free riders and not complete the work that was asked of
them.
But, as students continued to work in home groups, students improved in their
willingness to help one another. This was shown in the data from the Group Work Survey about
whether the students’ groups improved after working together for a long time. The majority of
students indicated that their group worked better following the three-month time period of
working together. This willingness to help one another is surmised to be a result of the students
getting to know each other better. In addition, the students were able to learn each other’s
strengths and weaknesses, gain a better understanding of each other, and develop friendships.
Nevertheless, a large minority of students indicated that they did not enjoy working with
their home group following the three-month time period. It is hypothesized that these students
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worked in groups that may not have utilized the cooperative learning strategies discussed, as it
was found that the students who enjoyed working with their groups tended to use cooperative
learning strategies. And so, even though these cooperative learning strategies were taught and
discussed throughout the time period that the students worked in groups, some students did not
use the strategies discussed to help them work as cooperative learning groups.
With the hypothesis about students not enjoying group work because they did not use
cooperative learning strategies, and the comments made and the data collected throughout both
surveys, it is evident that more intervention is needed to help guide more students in using
cooperative learning strategies in their groups. With additional guidance and direction, then all
groups, no matter if the group is a home group or a short-term group, may move towards
working more collaboratively together, with all groups reaching the ultimate goal of working as
a cooperative learning group.
While I used a T-chart and discussions to help students understand how to work in
cooperative learning groups, it is clear that not all of the students embraced the idea of working
as a cooperative learning group. So, future research should investigate the most effective strategy
to teach cooperative learning for students to then embrace the concept of cooperative learning,
which will then lead to the use of cooperative learning in their future groups, with the goal that
the students will continuously use cooperative learning throughout the remainder of their school
years and work careers.
In addition, it is questioned whether there would have been similar results for either
survey had the survey been given at a different time in the research or to students when they
were in a different group structure. For example, would students have answered similarly on the
Working in Different Groups survey following the first time they worked with their home group?
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Or, would students have responded similarly on the Group Work Survey if they remained in their
science groups for an extended amount of time and answered this survey in regards to working
with this group? Thus, further investigation should take place to learn whether there is an ideal
amount of time that groups should remain together, if there are ideal activities that are better
suited for short-lasting student groups or for long-lasting groups, and if there is an ideal way to
group students for them to improve academically.
Other factors that may have influenced how much the students enjoyed working with a
particular type of group are (1) how comfortable the students feel asking their group members
questions and (2) how much the students help their group members. Both of these questions were
asked on the surveys, and there was a high percentage of students on both surveys who agreed
that they did help their group members when they had questions and they felt comfortable asking
their group members questions. In comparing the two surveys, a slightly higher percentage of
students indicated that they helped their group members in the science groups when their group
members had questions, and a slightly higher percentage of students indicated that they were
comfortable in asking their home group members questions if they did not understand. But, the
percentage of students who indicated feeling comfortable in asking their group members
questions and who helped their group members did not greatly change based on the type of group
structure that was being utilized in the lesson.
In the home group survey, students were also asked what would make them more
comfortable in working with their home group. It is important for the students to recognize what
is not working in their group so that they can continue to work to improve this component of
their group. The comments the students made in response to this survey question were narrowed
into four categories, which are the following: (1) improving how the group members respond to
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one another; (2) helping group members complete more of the work so that the group is not
relying on one person; (3) decreasing negative classroom behaviors; and (4) having a stronger
self-esteem in the work that they complete. The first two categories listed reflect ineffective
cooperative learning groups that are not following the cooperative learning group structure.
Thus, these comments are a further indication for the need of an intervention that would remind
the students how to work in a cooperative learning group.
Through my observations, it was clear that some students have developed friendship and
learning bonds with their home group members, which Yamarik (2007) predicted would occur
when he observed in his research that cooperative learning groups provide students a group to
work and study with. For example, two students have developed a strong friendship and learning
bond because of the extensive work they have completed through their cooperative learning
home group. The higher performing student constantly asks the lower performing student
questions to guide her to the answer. In addition, when the lower performing student must make
up work, she often asks the higher performing student to help her in learning this material, which
is due to the bond that has been created throughout the year in their home group.
Furthermore, a more positive environment has been created in the classroom in that
students motivate each other to succeed, which Augustine et al. (1989-1990) suggested would
occur. I often see my students giving each other high-fives and providing positive comments in
encouraging each other. It has been evident through my observations that many low performing
students in my classes are motivated to learn and perform well because of the positive influence
the higher performing students have on the lower performing students in their home groups.
As indicated by the comments made on the Group Work Survey, students learned from
one another in working with their home groups, whether it be the learning of content, an
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understanding of how to solve a specific problem, an appropriate classroom behavior, or a better
understanding of their classmates which helps them work with their classmates better. In their
reflections, the majority of students indicated that they learned either a positive classroom
behavior, the general content, or how to solve a specific problem from their home group
members. The categories that most students indicated that they learned something in were
positive behavior, solving a specific problem, and understanding the general content. These
comments students made about learning something from their home group support the Dugan et
al. (1995) research in that students learn from one another in a variety of formats. And, my lower
performing students even indicated that they learned positive classroom behaviors, such as
paying attention, in addition to learning the content better. These positive classroom behaviors
will be greatly beneficial for my students as they advance in their education and eventually in
their future careers.
Furthermore, it is evident that most students recognized that they taught something to
their group members, as established from the survey results. And what students taught one
another could be placed into similar categories for what they learned from one another, with
those categories being (1) positive classroom behavior; (2) how to solve a specific problem; (3) a
greater understanding of the content; and (4) appreciation of others. And as to the categories
taught, the majority of students indicated that they taught their group members how to solve a
specific problem or a more general content matter.
While it is evident that students developed bonds within their home groups and students
understood the strengths and weaknesses of their home group members, students greatly
appreciated the opportunity to work with different people in their science group. Thus, it is
concluded that students should work with a home group in order for students to have a constant
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group of students that they may work with and ask questions to, but students should also be
given the opportunity to work with others in randomly assigned groups that last for a short
amount of time. As suggested by Krajcik and Czerniak (2014), by randomly assigning students
into groups, whether it truly is random or by students being placed in groups at the discretion of
the teacher, the group activity may better spark the students’ interest because they are working
with new people.
Also, while my students improved in their capabilities for working in groups by
implementing some of the suggestions made at the beginning of the research, it is clear that some
students still need to develop their cooperative group skills. Thus, it is important as a teacher that
I continue to monitor the students’ abilities in implementing these positive cooperative learning
skills and to provide additional activities throughout the duration of cooperative group work to
reinforce the appropriate ways students should work together in groups.

37

Appendix A

38

Appendix B

39

Appendix C

Group Work Survey
1) On a scale of one to five, how much do you enjoy working with your table group?
I love it!

5

4

3

2

1

I do not like it.

2) Does your group work better together now that you have been working together for so long?
Yes

No

Explain your answer to number 2:

3) Would you prefer to work with someone from your table group or from a different table
group?
Yes

No

4) Would you prefer to stay working in the same table groups or would you like to move table
groups?
Stay in the same groups

Work in different groups

5) On a scale of one to five, circle how much you agree with this statement: When working with
my table group, I feel comfortable asking my table members questions I do not understand.
I feel really
comfortable!

5

4

3

2

1

I do not feel
comfortable.

6) On a scale of one to five, circle how much you agree with this statement: I help my table
members with they have questions.
I never help my
Help my table members
5
4
3
2
1
table members
multiple times a day
7) I think I would feel more comfortable to help my table members if

8) Circle all that apply:
40

When I help my table members,
A. I just give them the answers
B. I ask them questions to lead them to the answer
C. I let them write all the answers
D. I take their pencil and write for them
E. I do not help my table members
9) When working with my table members, I usually…
A. Do all of the talking
B. Talk most of the time
C. Sometimes talk
D. Never talk
10) On a scale of one to five, how well do you listen to your table members?
I listen very well.

5

4

3

2

1

I do not listen.

11) Give one example of something you learned from your group members.

12) Give one example of something you taught someone in your group.

13) What are somethings your group could improve on to work better together?
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